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INTERACTIVE TELEVISION 

Interactive television (ITV) represents the 
convergence of interactive technology and television 
which allows the exchange of information between 
the sender and the receiver. Potentially, it offers 
increased control over programming content by 
enabling the viewer to immediately respond to the 
programming-and even alter it. By offering such 
control, interactive television has the potential to 
redefine what producers of television and viewers 
mean by "television" and to redefine communication 
processes in society. 

One of the first television programs to encourage 
audience interaction was Jack Barry's WinkyDink & 
You, a children's show broadcast from 1953 through 
1957 on CBS. The interaction was created through 
the use of cellophane overlay that children could buy 
at local stores and then attach to the television set. In 
the program, the cartoon character Winky Dink, 
encountered many problems, such as being chased 
to the edge of a cliff by a tiger. Viewers were then 
asked to help Winky Dink escape from the tiger by 
drawing a bridge on the cellophane overlay. 

Interactive television in its more modern form 
ostensibly began in 1964, with AT and T's picture 
telephone introduced at the New York World's Fair. 
With this technology users could see as well as hear 
each other. It was not widely adopted for a number of 
reasons, but picture telephones were eventually 
found to be useful in some criminal justice settings 
and in business settings for video conferencing. 

During the 1970s, the most publicized interactive 
television experiment was QUBE. QUBE was an 
interactive cable service offered by Warner 
Communications to subscribers in Columbus, Ohio. 
QUBE customers were given set-top decoder boxes 
with five buttons. Subscribers could participate in 
game shows, call plays in a college football game, 
take part in electronic town meetings, simulate a vote 
on the Academy Awards, participate in a newspaper 
survey and more. Viewers pushed the appropriate 
button(s), and their choices were recorded by a 
computer. When the results were tallied, they were 
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announced on-screen. Unfortunately, the QUBE 
system was too expensive to maintain and eventually 
went out of business. 

In the late 1980s and 1990s, cable companies and 
telephone companies began a complex strategy of 
competition and cooperation in an effort to define the 
future of interactive television. AT and T and Bell 
Atlantic conducted interactive television services 
trials with groups of employees in the Chicago and 
Washington, D.C. areas. From these trials, AT and T 
and Bell Atlantic reported strong interest in 
educational programs for children and games where 
households competed against each other. In another 
joint venture, TCI, AT and T, and US West conducted 
a test of movies-on-demand in the Denver area. And, 
under a TCI and Viacom alliance, fiber optic lines 
were laid in the San Francisco Bay Area in order to 
link several Bay area cable systems to serve as a 
basis for interactive services provided by the two 
companies. 

As of the mid-1990s only two interactive television 
services were in operation. Interactive Network, a 
service in California and Illinois, required a special 
terminal costing a few hundred dollars and had high 
monthly charges. Interaction took place not on the TV 
screen but on a small display attached to the 
terminal. Services consisted of playing along with TV 
game shows and trying to anticipate the next play 
sporting events, but provided no original content. 
Videoway, a service in Montreal installed at about the 
same time, developed a large subscriber base with 
its service that required no hardware costs, a low 
monthly fee and enabled interaction directly on the 
TV screen. Videoway's service differed from 
Interactive Network in that it provided original 
content, including daily interactive news 
programming, games and original programming for 
children. 

Interactive television has been conceived in several 
different forms and configurations. At a most basic 
level, it is a system that connects the viewer with the 
broadcaster. The home shopping channels, for 
example, provide a simple form of interaction by 
asking viewers to call in and order merchandise and 
occasionally putting callers on the air. Similar 
techniques are used in opinion polls in which viewers 
call one telephone number to register a favorable 
vote and another to register an unfavorable one. 

In a more complex form, ITV is a system that 
broadcasts an audio/video signal to and from a 
certain point. The most common form of this is the 
live news broadcast from the location of an event. 
Because of the satellite connection, the reporter and 
news anchor are able to see and hear each other and 
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converse. President Bill Clinton often made use of 
this technology to hold "town meetings" across the 
country and to appear at conventions he could not 
attend personally. 

Satellite transmission of two signals is also used in 
educational settings, particularly in distance learning 
situations. By broadcasting a signal from one 
classroom where the instructor is teaching to another 
remote classroom with more students and in turn, 
broadcasting the signal from the remote classroom, a 
"true" class can be held which includes questions and 
answers from the remote classroom. 

The more recent configurations of interactive 
television integrates computers, television and in 
some cases cable lines or fiber optic telephone lines. 
As technology advances, computer power, data 
compression and decompression, and the systems 
needed to carry ITV have advanced to the point 
where video and audio signals can be digitized, sent 
over high-speed networks to home personal 
computers or TV set-top conversion boxes enabling 
viewers to send responses back to the point of origin. 
Availabale services using this configuration include 
video-on-demand (movies available 24 hours a day 
with full rewind and fast forward capabilities), near 
video-on-demand (movies available at 15-20 minute 
intervals with no rewind or fast forward capabilities), 
shopping services, video games (some that allow 
competition with other ITV subscribers), limited 
interactive news programming, and educational 
programming. Experts predict that entertainment and 
education applications have the greatest potential for 
growth. 

One final developing technology sure to have an 
impact on interactive television is on-line computer 
services such as the Internet. These services allow 
interaction with individuals and large groups of users 
and are rapidly moving toward more video and audio 
based transmissions. 

The future of interactive television is unclear. No one 
is sure how ITV will be delivered to homes or even 
what ITV will look like. What is certain is that when it 
does arrive, ITV will change the medium of television 
in ways that audiences and producers have not yet 
begun to imagine. 

-Patti Constantakis-Valdez 
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Entertain. Net 

California State University, Dominguez Hills Conducts 
First Live Interactive Internet Broadcast 



Carson, Calif. - May 18 - CSU Dominguez Hills will conduct the first ever live 
interactive Internet broadcast on Tuesday, May 23 at 10 a.m. The show 
will feature CSUDH student productions that demonstrate how live 
interactive content could work for different types of formats, including a talk 
show, a "man on the street" interview show, a horror movie, a sitcom, 
interstitial programming, and other applications. 

"This is the first demonstration of the potential of live interactive 
programming," said Catherine Bacos Clinch, a veteran screenwriting 
professional and instructor for the class. "The audience will be able to view 
the show, respond to questions, vote on where the plot should go next, and 
select content such as music - all on the same screen. The audience 
becomes part of the show in a way not possible with television." 

"This is the future of entertainment," said Clinch. Right now, all the audience 
can do is watch a television broadcast and separately log on to a static Web 
site." 

To participate in the broadcast, viewers should go to 
www.csudh.edu/dominquezonline/com495.htm , download the Rotor Player at 
least one hour before broadcast (9 a.m.) and connect to the show at least 
30 minutes before broadcast (9:30 a.m.). Hardware/software requirements 
are a PC Pentium I (133 MHRZ) or better, 32 MG RAM, Windows 95, 98 or 
2000, Media Player 6.0 or better (can be downloaded at the same time as the 
Rotor Player). Biographies of the students who produced the programs are 
also available on the site. 
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The future of home entertainment is on the Internet. But the new medium 
needs content, and content needs writers. This spring, Cal State Dominguez 
Hills conducted the first ever fully accredited college course in how to write for 
the burgeoning Internet broadcast market. Clinch, who has 17 episodic 
television credits including Hunter and Jake and Fatman, taught the class. 

To illustrate some of the potential of the new medium, Clinch cites the 
example of a talk show, where different screens can show the host, the 
band, bios on that show's guests, quizzes and contests online, and whatever 
else the writers can dream up. A prime-time drama might include past shows 
and character storylines to get the audience up to date, multiple scenes, 
actor bios, and on-line shopping. Fictional shows might also include 
"branched" storylines, where the audience chooses where the plot will lead, 
much as they do in an interactive video game. 

"This is like the ground floor of television in the '50s," says Clinch. "No one 
knew where television was going, and the possibilities were enormous. Now, 
with the Internet, the possibilities for entertainment are virtually limitless." 

"The challenge is to effectively weave all of these elements into one 
homogenous product that allows the audience to view it seamlessly and 
effortlessly," says Clinch. "Writers will have to employ multi-tasking thought 
processes in order to fully take advantage of the new medium." 

CSU Dominguez Hills is celebrating its 40th anniversary in 2000. The Division 
of Extended Education offers professional development and lifelong learning 
opportunities through degree, certificate, and credential programs and non- 
credit courses. 

For more information, contact Keith Otterberg: 
Phone: (310) 243-3069 
Email: kott e r b e rq (5) cs udh.edu 
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